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The black sheep 

by ROBERT DE ANDREIS 

W hen I moved back home at the 
onset of my illness, I thought it 
would be wonderful having my family 
right here by my side. But getting them 
to do anything consistently helpful for 
me has been like pulling teeth. 


Usually in families, dif- 
ferent members have differ- 
ent jobs. My job is to make 
everyone feel OK about not 
helping me. My mom wants 
to be there for me now but 
she's never been there for me 
during the worst traumas of 
my life. Since I tested posi- 
tive six years ago, I worked 
very hard to prepare myself 
for one of the most devastat- 
ing things a person can go 
through. But my Catholic 
family got ready, as far as I 
can tell, by praying and go- 
ing to more Masses. My 
dozen Catholic aunts and 
uncles, and nearly all of my 
Catholic cousins, have never 
called me once to see how I 
was doing. My Catholic sis- 
ter, who lives a mile away, 
has brought me dinner once 
in the 658 days- 1 have had’ 
full-blown AIDS. My 
Catholic brother has never 
taken me to dinner. My 
Catholic mother said, "I'm 
not at your beck and call like 
your father is." She also had 
.the nerve to have a Mass of 
the Sick for me. against my 
wishes, even though she 
knows I don't want anything 
to do with the Catholic 
church: no burial. Mass or 
funeral service. If she ends/ 


ing significant to talk about 
— she had never done any 
work herself in a way that 
would have helped me. Even 
though she' was a school 
counselor, she had never 
wanted to go to a support 
group for parents or care- 
givers, get counseling or 
read a book on AIDS — even 
though this would have- 
meant a lot to me. I asked 
her many times if I could 
. speak to her Family Life 
class on AIDS, but she al- 
ways said no and got speak- 
ers from CUAV instead. It 
would have meant so much 
to me. All hpr prayers gave 
her no extra skills on how to 
support me. She is taking 
care of her own emotional 
needs just fine, but there's 
just nothing left over for me 
to lean on. 

Sometimes, when we did 
meet, she'd come up with 
these wild theories about 
gay life. I finally had to tell 
her I was sick of .it. I'll never 
forget the words of respect 
and support she feaid when I 
’ first came out to her years 
ago: "If I was that way I'd go 
to a shrink to have him fix it. 
Why would you want to be a 
. second-class citizen all your 
life?" But she's much more 


up burying me in, the ground , : progressive these; days. In 
against my wishes, please” fnct, the last theory she 
sneak into: the .Cemetery one shared with me was, "Don't 
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with me, but; she had notlv s 
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scene when Tom Hanks is in 
the hospital with AIDS, she 
started crying and clutched 
my hand. Later she said she 
cried because the scene re- 
minded her of her brother 
who died of leukemia 40 
years ago! Hello? How can 
she support me if she's so 
unclear about her own death 
issues? No, I will never have 
my mother to take care of 
me. She even refuses to take 
a class in hospice care. I 
would rather die in a hospice 
surrounded by the profes- 
sional care of a loving nurs- 
ing staff and occasional visits 
from my loving readers 
without all that weird mom 
energy. 

When little gay kids start 
innocently playing with gen- 
der roles, the parents are 
alerted that they might have 
a fag on their hands. My par- 
ents insist they never noticed 
anything different about me 
. despite the fact that I made 
fabulous Barbie outfits for 
my sisters, hated sports and 
only hung out with the girls 
in school. They knew, and 
the subtle distancing began. 
Is that why my parents nev- 
er gave me therapy or emo- 
tional help after the court 
hearing when I had*to testi- 
fy, at age ten, about the man 
who dragged me into that 
men's room? Was I sup- 
posed to save up my al- 
lowance and see a child psy- 
chologist on my own? Every 
time 1 try to heal that old 
wound with them, the day 
my childhood was shattered, 
I receive the same flat an- 
swer: "We did the best we 
could." Yes, I know my mom 
loves me, but there are days 
it takes more than prayers 
and credit cards to support 
me. 

When I was growing up, 
I was pegged the black sheep 
of the family for pointing out 
the truth; they called me 
goofy and paranoid for my 
noting inequities in the dif- 
ferent way they treated me 
from my straight siblings. 
They developed this family 
myth that I was so indepen- 
dent, which meant I could 
always land on my feet no 
matter which window I was 
thrown out of. Was I overre- 
acting two years ago when I 
received my master's degree 
and waited until the last 
people had cleared the stadi- 
um, only to find no mom 
and dad? They had decided 
to leave early'to beat the traf- 
fic and I had to walk home 
in my cap and gown! Or 
when I flew up from L.A. for 
a family wedding, with full- 
blown bronchitis, only to 
find no one waiting for me 
— they got lost and couldn't 
find the gate, so they went 
home without me! My dad is 
the only one who has grown 
with me and is now a true 
friend. We've forgotten the 
past together. But my moth- 
er started getting jealous 
about our new closeness and 
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continued from page 21 
now I don't see anyone any- 
more. I go to my appoint- 
ments alone and take the bus 
to go grocery shopping, and 
I couldn't be happier. 

Recently, a co-worker 
told my sister/ "It must be so 
sad that your brother is dy- 
ing of AIDS." She answered, 
"No actually, all this work 
he's done on his writing has 
been a spiritual renewal for 
the family," which suggests 
that I am still helping all 
those people who'iaren't 
helping me. Early on I sug- 
.a, gested a big family meeting 
* to map out a strategy for 
help and expectations. But 
they discarded the plan as 
impractical; you know, 
they'd have to get babysit- 
ters and all that. Yet every 
holiday everyone shows up 
in their perfect outfits, smil- 
ing perfect smiles (click!) for' 
the photo albums, and they 
wonder why I sit there. in si- 
l^hce> staring: off into; space, 
while my too^^^uiens' into 
psycho grandma, running a 
manic three-ring circus With 
the grandkids. What's wrong 
with this picture? SFS 
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